
MAURICE RAVEL

ART, one may observe (as so many before us have observed), is of
various kinds. There have been poets classical and poets romantic,
poets academic and poets revolutionary, poets personal and poets objec-
tive, poete of the real and poets of the fantastic, poets to whom truth
is but an aspect of beauty and poete to whom beauty is but the revelation
of truth. All such distinctions have a certain value if they are not
pressed too far. They imply, generally, not that certain types of
artist are composed of entirely different ingredients, but merely that
the same ingredients are mixed in widely differing proportions, and
that one type or the other tends to emerge according to the composition
of the mixture. That any of these types is absolutely the highest is
impossible to prove, for the appreciation of them varies not only with
the temperament of the individual critic (from which, try as he may, he
cannot altogether escape), but with the mutations of age, race and
clime. To-day, for instance, we are sick to death of the blatant
empiricist and the self-glorifying revolutienary; many an instinctive
rebel is turning conservative in self-defence, fearing lest all may
eventually be submerged in a wild chaos of disorder. Verdicts that
are passed to-day, therefore, will doubtless be revised in twenty, fifty,
or a hundred yeare' time, when the wheel has swung round once more,
and the problem before the artist is not, as now, to establish con-
ventions, but rather to break them down. It is therefore presumptuous
for a critic to attempt to assign to one artist a higher or lower rank than
another on the ground that the type or class which he represents is of
absolutely greater or less value. He can profitably snow, however, to
which class (if any) he belongs, and perhaps indicate the measure of
his achievement as a representative of that class, leaving further
deductions to be made at will by the reader. That is not the only
method of criticism, certainly, but it is a possible method, and one that
seems applicable to the case of Maurice Ravel. At any rate, it is the
method I am here going to follow; I shall try first of all to Bhow the
type of artist that Ravel is, and then suggest how far he has been able
to clinch the virtues and overcome the limitations of his kind.

Many will feel inclined to say, at this juncture, that Ravel is not a
type at all. but an individual. It is certainly true that elements
usually conspicuous in very different types are present in his make-up.
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MAURICE RAVEL 275

Like most Frenchmen, for instance, he is first and foremost a
traditionalist, recalling at times not merely the formalism of Couperin
and the clavecinists, but that of the earlier Viennese school. He is also
something of a dandy, liking his music to be better groomed, more
smartly turned out, than the music of other men. Yet there is also in
him a streak of the revolutionary, eager to 6j>ater le bourgeois, and
occasionally betrayed by that eagerness into an extravagance of mien
that is not compatible with true dandyism. The really well-dressed
man is not the man who arrests one's eye and forces one to turn back
and gaze upon him in the street. Again, though usually, in aim, a
classic, he is also, at momenta, a deliberate impressionist—and is not
Impressionism but an offshoot of that Romanticism which every child
of our age has sworn, body and soul, to abjure?

Yet, though he evade these dichotomies, he cannot escape altogether.
One of the distinctions already drawn is that between the poets to whom
truth is ultimately beauty and those to whom becuty is ultimately
truth, or, to put it differently, between those for whom art is before
all an interpretation of life, and those for whom it is above all an
escape from life, a world of its own into which they may withdraw for
a space when the heat and the dust outside become intolerable. To the
second of these categories Maurice Ravel may, without hesitation, be
assigned. He has no message to deliver, he sounds no imperious
trumpet to summon us to action; asked if he would fain leave the world
somewhat better than he found it, he would smile, one imagines, a little
smile of deprecation, and change the subject. To one of his most
delightful works he has prefixed as a motto the saying of
Henri de R£gnier : " Le plaisir delicieux et toujours nouveau d'une
occupation inutile." Not for him the tumult of conflicting passions
or the quest of the blue flower. Music is for him a kingdom of sound,
in which elusive rhythms and subtle harmonies clash faintly for the
ravishment of those whose ears are attuned to hear them. His delight
is in difficult and delicate feats of technique, in small things finely done;
he is a master of nuance and innuendo, who never bludgeons you into
a statement when a nod or a caress is sufficient to convey his meaning.

8uch a talent may easily evaporate in mere tenuity, or lose itself,
like that of Debussy, in the fogs of impressionism. Ravel has been
saved from this fate by an unusually keen and lucid intellect, which
insists, as a rule, on symmetry of form and clear melodic outlines.
Sometimes he is frankly impressionist, as in Miroirs, the Mallarm6
songs, or the first number of the Rhapsodie Espagnole. But at such
moments he usually sees very clearly where he is going, and his
impressionism often shapes itself in curiously formal patterns—in
Jeux d'Eau, for instance, where the swirling waters dance and eddy
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276 MUSIC AND LETTERS

in strict obedience to the laws of the sonata. It is strange that such a
composer should have been charged with submitting too readily to the
influence of Debussy, yet there have been, and are, people willing to
bring the charge. Eavel is seldom impressionist at all, and even when
he is, the actual sound of his music is quite unlike that of Debussy. He
is not at all fond of the triad of whole tones and the chord of the major
ninth, on which Debussy relies very largely for his harmonic effects.
His preference is for the sharper dissonance of the minor second and
its correlative the major seventh, and he gets his dissonance almost
always, not by the empirical combination of sounds that have no real
harmonic relationship, but by the simple chromatic alteration of one or
more of the notes of some perfectly familiar chord, or by the substitution
of an adjacent note or notes. This process is too common to need any
justification; nobody now thinks twice about accepting, for instance, the
two progressions shown in Exx. 1 and 2

Ex.1. Ex.2. Ex. 8. Ex.4,

as the respective equivalents of those in Exx. 8 and 4; and moat of
Ravel's more daring harmonies are obtained in a precisely similar
manner, except that he goes farther and alters the octave of the chord
instead of its fifth, or even combines the chromatically altered fifth and
octave with their unaltered selves in the same chords, indulging in
Buch a lively sequence as the following (from " l'Heure Espagnole " ) :

Ex. s.

It would be interesting to develop this point at greater length, and
Bubmit more examples for analysis, but the scope of this paper does not
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MAURICE RAVEL 277

permit the devotion of more space to this technical question. But the
instance quoted will, it is hoped, give a clue to many readers who are
puzzled at the apparent absence of all connection between modem
harmony as it is actually written and the so-called harmony of the text-
books; it will also explain why Ravel must be considered first and
foremost as a traditionalist and not as a rebel. He1 is admittedly fond of
the sharper discords, and much of his harmony seemed to his hearers
both daring and wilful when it was first written ten or fifteen years ago.
This phrase, for instance, from the third of the Mallarme' songs, looks
at first sight like one of the arbitrary collocations of the Objective Tonal
Researchers: —

Bx.«.

do la croupe et du bond

J±£

- , s «&m
- " •

but take it to pieces and you find it is a succession of quite ordinary
chords of the ninth and thirteenth (to use the convenient labels), which
have undergone the process of chromatic alteration previously
described. This method is merely a development of one of the regular
methods by which the materia harmonica has been constantly increased
during the last three hundred years or so, and the particular discord
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278 MUSIC AND LETTERS

of the chromatic second so favoured by Bavel was a commonplace in
the English music of the sixteenth century. Ravel is merely doing
harmonically what Tallis and Whyte did contrapuntally; his justifi-
cation is precisely and logically the same as that of Monteverde, who
first* employed the dominant seventh as an independent chord.

Chords that are perfectly logical in themselves, however, may
become a nuisance if they are not used with discretion; and it is
impossible to deny that Ravel is often the slave rather than the master
of his harmonic system. He drops into his own particular clxchis as
easily as Brahms into that of the flattened sixth or Delius into that of
the sliding semitonic basa. The fundamental weakness of most modern
French composers is that they try to make harmony do too much; they
are obsessed by the word " sonoritG," drugged by it into forgetfulness
of the great truth that melody and rhythm are the vital and dynamic
elements of music. This is not the observation of a prejudiced outsider;
they were warned of it long ago by so good a Frenchman as M. Vincent
d'Indy, a teacher from whom French music must show itself much
more willing to learn than it has hitherto done if it is teally to come
into its own. To this weakness Ravel sometimes falls a victim. As a
rule his melodic sense is clear and firm, though his imagination has
no great strength of wing and can seldom compass more than a short
flight. When it fails him, he falls back on harmony, and his style,
always a little self-conscious, degenerates quickly into mere sophisti-
cation and mannerism, a veritable caricature of its real self. Ex. 7
is an extreme instance :

Ex.7.
L'Henre Espagnole.

COITOSPTIOW.

* Of coarse he was not the first, hat he will serve as well as another to point
the moral, so the old fable may pass here without contradiction.
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4—fr
le jour de la Be-tnaine oil mon 6-ponx ert loin etc

This is most noticeable in his larger orchestral works —in the
Rhapsodic Espagnole, for instance, and Daphnis and Chloe, where
for the greater part of the time he tries to delude his hearers into
accepting recondite harmonies and specious orchestration as a substi-
tute for music. It is not by such works that he will live, and when we
are tempted to judge him too harshly on their account, we may well
turn to the smaller works and admire the innumerable felicities of style
they contain—the opening of the Quartet, for instance, with that scale
of tenths climbing np and up under the melody as if it would never stop;
to the texture of the accompaniment that bringB in the second subject,
ethereal in its lightness, yet clear as daylight in its harmonic
delineation (Ex. 8);

Ex. 8.

PP trit expr.

355 :^»sS= •gri
3 3 C __j—a —L.

PP

•f-s—r
PP trh expr.

put.

3=

to the duet between flute and horn at the opening of " Ma Mere l'Oye,"
and the significant intensity which the melody acquires when it re-
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280 MUSIC AND LETTERS

appears a few bare later in the simplest three-part harmony over a
subdominant pedal (Exx. 9 and 10);

Ex.9.

r r - c j j i ••- i J . J - ,
etc.

Ex 10.

I _ * * m A
i l l I I I I - 6 -
A *• •» g - - • ;

etc
M -4 J j . ^ . 4 J j .

at the melancholy cadence of the " Forlane " in Le Tombeau de
Couperin; at the tenderness of the fifth of the " Valses Nobles," at
the whimsical gallantry of the sixth, at the dexterity of the epilogue
which rounds off this the most intimate and self-revealing work of all
that he has hitherto written. Exotics if you like, but delicate and
fragrant exotics that appeal to us more, in certain moods, than the
simpler and more enduring beauties of the hedgerow.

It is in the matter of structure rather than of harmony, however, that
Ravel's technique derives BO unmistakably from the past. Throughout
his career he has shown a fondness for the Bmaller dance forms asso-
ciated with the suite, such as the Favan and the Minuet, whilst one of
his moat recent works, Le Tombeau de Couperin, is a series of
pieces grouped frankly in the manner of the suite, though not quite on
the lines of Couperin. It is no mere whim that turns his fancy to this
antique pattern. Much that we find in Ravel has to be explained as a
reaction against his immediate predecessors. He has no use for the
heavy romanticism of the nineteenth century, with its turgid rhetoric
and portentous emotions; he turns in horror from its mythological
morasses and seeks refuge in the trim parterres of the eighteenth
century, where he can find light and air, good breeding and good
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MAURICE RAVEL 281

manners, a tradition of reticence and good taste to check the outburst
of sentimental egoism. The period is limited in outlook, no doubt; it
is not an age of great endeavour or lofty aspiration, but at any rate
it is free from pretensions and sham heroics. For such virtues Ravel
has an instinctive sympathy, and he has found that much of his thought
pours easily and naturally into the eighteenth century mould. He is
undeterred by its formalism; quite rightly, for his own genius is of the
type that expresses itself more readily within the limits of a certain
formal restraint. When he has ideas that call for development he
turns as naturally to Haydn and Mozart; the early string quartet and
the comparatively recent pianoforte trio are both cast in perfectly
orthodox four-movement form, with expositions, workings-out, re-
capitulations in the tonic, and so on, all complete.

His method of development is quite his own, and quite appropriate
to the matter in hand. One might say, perhaps, that it is tactical
rather than strategic; there is no Napoleonic marshalling of force after
force till the whole array is set, no gradual unfolding of a single
dominant idea working its way irrevocably towards fulfilment. Ravel's
development is more a comedy of manners, a succession of delightful
surprises and unexpected situations, an entertainment devised rather
to interest the spectator than to purge him by pity or terror or
Rabelaisian merriment. This is, perhaps, more true of the quartet
than of the trio, for the latter is larger in scope than most of his other
works, and deals (in two of its movements at any rate) with more
serious issues. He sets himself a peculiarly difficult problem in the
first movement, which is based mainly on the following rhythmic idea :
(Ex. ID :

Pfte. Trio.

/gr * \

Bx.12.

etc.

Here the metre is too sharply defined to allow of any of the eluded
accents, telescoped measures, or similar devices which enable a
composer to avoid squareness and monotony, and to achieve suppleness
and continuity of rhythm. No compromise is possible and Ravel
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attempts none; time after time the theme appears, insistently and
aggressively the same, not only in its accentual succession ( | | 3 )
but in all its agogic details. In the second subject (Ex. 12) the
details are altered, but the metrical succession ( f J f ) remains the
same, disguised only by an occasional overlap, thus :

(VL)

Such a metre is hardly suitable for an extended movement of this
type; as an introduction, it might serve very well, but not for the whole
movement. The listener is too conscious of each metrical division as it
comes; the rhythm lacks freedom and continuity; it is like reading a
poem where the end of every line coincides with a punctuation mark.
The movement is a fine piece of music, nevertheless, for its themes are
inherently noble, and it sweeps along a consistently high plane of
thought. Indeed, the trio as a whole, despite the inferiority of the last
movement, is the one work that makes one doubt whether Ravel has
yet produced the best it is in him to produce, and whether he may not
one day come out with a work that shall compel us to revise much of
oar previous judgment. Apart from the trio, one would have little
hesitation, for in his other work, even at his happiest, his shortcomings
are as clearly defined as his virtues—his harmonic sophistication, his
rhythmical short-windedness, his trick of repeating a bar or two bars
of melody verbatim instead of thinking in long phrases of which no part,
it may be, bears any obvious relationship to any other part, and yet the
whole somehow achieves coherence and organic unity.

He is a typical Frenchman; French in the cool clear quality of his
intellect, in his knowledge of what he can do and his refusal to try what
he cannot, in his reluctance to take himself too seriously; French in
his technical virtuosity and his love of delicate effects; French even in
his formality and his reverence (if one may predicate reverence of so
impish a creature) for the traditions of the past. Yet, though himself so
French, he is a dangerous influence for any young French composer.
He is too freakish and individual to be a maUre d'6cole, and the disciple
who yields to the spell will do no more than reproduce the mannerisms
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of his master. He is of those whom we valae less for the importance of
what they have to say than for the manner in which they say it. Such
men cannot be called great poets, bat they are poets to whom we torn
again and again when we want something to read, yet are disinclined to
thread the mazes of an argument or watch a passion torn ferociously to
tatters. They are content to give us a quip, or a conceit, an exquisite
cadence, it may be, or a happily turned phrase, and if we are wise we
ask no more. Of this brotherhood is Ravel, and when you and he are
in the right humour for one another, you shall scarcely find a more
delightful companion.

R. 0. MOBBIS.
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